Autoimmune thyroid disease: immunological, pathological, and clinical aspects.
Autoimmune thyroiditis, most notably Hashimoto's thyroiditis, appears to be increasing in prevalence and is now more easily detected by sensitive laboratory tests and more invasive procedures such as fine needle aspiration. During the last decade, marked progress has been made in the understanding of these diseases. There is a greater awareness of the interaction between the humoral and cell-mediated arms of the immune system in autoimmune thyroiditis. Recent studies implicate a subpopulation of suppressor T lymphocytes which have an antigen-specific defect, resulting in their suboptimal interaction with the helper T lymphocytes and subsequent autoimmune manifestations. There is some evidence that thyroid epithelial cells which inappropriately express HLA-DR may enhance presentation of thyroid antigens to the immune system, possibly significant in the initiation or enhancement of the autoimmune response. The presence of various antithyroid autoantibodies allows the use of laboratory assays to confirm the clinical diagnosis and predict the results of treatment. There appears to be predisposing genetic factors in the development of autoimmune thyroiditis, with some geographical and racial differences. Environmental factors, most notably dietary intake of iodine, have also been implicated in the pathogenesis of Hashimoto's thyroiditis. Several animal models have been developed addressing such issues. Ongoing studies in the areas of postpartum thyroiditis and childhood thyroiditis are helpful in clarifying their relationship with Hashimoto's thyroiditis. Graves' disease and postpartum thyroiditis are being investigated as possible causes of postpartum depression. The association of Hashimoto's thyroiditis and carcinoma of the thyroid gland is still controversial, but its relationship with malignant lymphoma is now well accepted. Thus, although the pathogenesis of autoimmune thyroiditis remains elusive, there has been significant refinement of the clinical diagnosis, and immunological abnormalities of specific intrathyroidal lymphocytes have been identified. Hopefully, these new areas of knowledge will assist in the treatment of these diseases and in the prevention of the development of malignant lymphomas of the thyroid gland.